Glenn Theodore Seaborg (1912Seaborg ( -1999 was a world-renowned nuclear chemist, a Nobel Laureate in chemistry in 1951, co-discoverer of plutonium and nine other transuranium elements, Chairman of the U. S. Atomic Energy Commission from 1961-71, scientific advisor to ten U. S. presidents, active in national and international professional societies, an advocate for nuclear power as well as for a comprehensive nuclear test ban treaty, a prolific writer, an avid hiker, environmentalist, and sports enthusiast. He was known and esteemed not only by chemists and other scientists throughout the world, but also by lay people, politicians, statesmen, and students of all ages. This memorial includes a brief glimpse of Glenn Seaborg's early life and education, describes some of his major contributions to nuclear science over his long and fruitful career, and highlights his profound influence on nuclear science, both in the U. S. and in the international community.
Opening Remarks
It is a pleasure and great honor for me to be asked to present this special lecture in memory of Glenn Theodore Seaborg. I believe that almost everyone in attendance at this conference has been influenced by him in many ways just as I have been-as a teacher, mentor, scientist, international statesman, lecturer, colleague, sports enthusiast, avid hiker, and loyal friend.
Glenn T. Seaborg was a world-renowned nuclear chemist, educator, scientific advisor to ten U. S. presidents, humanitarian, and Nobel Laureate in Chemistry. He is probably best known for his leadership of the team that accomplished the first chemical separation and positive identification of plutonium in 1941, and his "revolutionary" actinide concept (1944) in which he placed the first 14 elements heavier than actinium in the periodic table of elements as a 5f transition series under the lanthanide 4f transition series rather than in the main body under groups 4, 5, 6, 7, etc. He went on to be co-discoverer of nine elements beyond plutonium, culminating in 1974 in the production of element 106, later named seaborgium in his honor.
Seaborg was also well known as an educator and for his tireless efforts to improve U. S. In an attempt to place some of Glenn T. Seaborg's major accomplishments in perspective, I
have picked a few highlights from each of the six major time periods of his long, productive, and multi-faceted career shown in Table 1 below. Glenn's marriage was to last for more than 56 years and Seaborg often fondly referred to Helen as "his best discovery of all".
Then began Seaborg's national service which was to span the terms of the ten presidents shown in Table 2 below. In addition to all of his other activities Seaborg authored a host of books and was exceedingly proficient in explaining and popularizing science to non-specialists and laymen as well as other scientists. A list of some of these "non-technical" books is shown below. October, 1997, proclaimed Glenn Seaborg Day by the city of Berkeley, California to recognize the naming of element 106 after him. As you know, the name "seaborgium" for element 106 was not officially approved by IUPAC until August 1997, an honor which Seaborg said he cherished more highly than the Nobel Prize.
After the historical session on chemistry of the Manhattan Project on Monday morning, August 24, 1998, we had a photo taken together shown in Figure 5 that I believe is one of the last photos of him. It was taken on August 24, 1998 just after the morning historical symposium on the chemistry of the Manhattan project for which he had given the introduction and I believe it is probably the last photograph taken of him. That evening while exercising at the hotel he suffered the stroke that resulted in his death on Feb. 27, 1999.
I have often tried to figure out why and how Glenn Seaborg accomplished so much-how he managed to "do it all" and contribute to so many fields-sustaining a high level of achievement right up to the very end of his life. It is true that Glenn was a master administrator of science and knew how to delegate, and that he worked extremely hard and never gave up, but in truth, many people do that! The current periodic table is a tribute to his scientific intuition and perseverance, showing not only the actinide but the superactinide series which he proposed so long ago and which we may yet glimpse. Glenn also had a rare ability, which in current jargon, might be characterized as being a "parallel" processor. He could keep track of a multitude of very important projects all at once, perhaps due to his fabulous memory, reinforced by his lifelong habit of recording everything in his famous journals. Not only was he was able to access this wealth of information, but even more importantly, he was able to apply it as required. His organizational skills were legendary and as long-time collaborator and friend Albert Ghiorso says, "He always kept his eye on the ball and had a knack for doing the right thing at the right time." Certainly a strong factor in his success and productivity was his wife Helen who was his ultimate confidant, "advisor", and in later years his almost constant traveling companion.
In spite of his legendary accomplishments, Glenn Seaborg always had time for family members, colleagues, students, and even non-scientists who wanted to visit with him. We have lost a treasured advisor, colleague, mentor, resource, and friend. But he will live on through his prolific writings and in the cherished memories of the multitude of students, scientists, colleagues, and lay people that he touched in his long and productive life.
I would like to close my remarks in his memory with two quotes. The first was made in the context of the value of fundamental research: "We cannot very often predict the practical applications of basic science--but we can predict that these applications will occur--to the positive benefit of mankind."
The second is an excerpt from the statement he delivered upon being appointed Chancellor of the University of California, Berkeley in 1958. It is my favorite quote from Seaborg and an appropriate ending for these remarks.
"There is a beauty in discovery. There is mathematics in music, a kinship of science and poetry in the description of nature, and exquisite form in a molecule. Attempts to place different disciplines in different camps are revealed as artificial in the face of the unity of knowledge. All literate men are sustained by the philosopher, the historian, the political analyst, the economist, the scientist, the poet, the artisan and the musician."
